Environmental, inhaled and ingested causes of pulmonary fibrosis.
Pulmonary fibrosis is a general term that refers to a collection of connective tissue around alveolar structures. There are over 200 disorders where the lungs may be involved in a fibrotic response. To determine the cause of pulmonary fibrosis requires an in depth understanding of the pathogenesis of pulmonary fibrosis and breadth of knowledge of the causative agents and associated disorders that may lead to pulmonary fibrosis. A comprehensive evaluation of the patient is absolutely essential, starting with detailed history that includes an occupational and environmental history because fibrogenic exposures can occur in many settings. Equally important is a history of ingestion of pharmaceutical or nonpharmaceutical substances. A physical examination and judicious investigations are always a part of any comprehensive clinical assessment but they are not commonly helpful in elucidating the cause of most pulmonary fibrotic disorders. Although, a chest film is invariably done, a logical and strongly recommended next step is a high-resolution computed tomography (HRCT). HRCT provides a better assessment of the radiological pattern, may suggest a diagnosis as well as direct the site, and type of lung biopsy. If the history and investigations do not lead to a diagnosis then a lung biopsy is required. Prevention or removal of the inciting agent is critical to the treatment of these disorders and in some instances corticosteroids may be of help.